


















The important distinction between theory and metatheory is now familiar in International Relations (IR).​[2]​  The former offers explanations of world politics; its subject-matters are striking events and puzzling phenomena in the field of world politics.​[3]​  The subject-matter of the latter, by contrast, is not world politics itself but IR’s ways of engaging with it.  The former is a first-order enterprise, regarding the discipline’s subject-matter whereas the latter is a second-order exercise concerning the discipline.  A second-order engagement with IR may take the form of the history or sociology of the discipline (e.g. Guillot 2011; Hamati-Ataya 2011a, 2011b, 2012).  But metatheory of IR is usually done from the angle of philosophy and, in particular, philosophy of (social) science.​[4]​  This paper is a contribution to metatheory of IR and its subject-matter and mode of engagement owe much to the analytical philosophy of causation.  It is important, of course, that those who engage in IR metatheory keep their eyes focused on substantive arguments put forward by IR theorists (and historians) and their ears open to continuing deliberations among Philosophers.  I have made one such attempt in my earlier work, On the Causes of War (1996).  The present paper is part of my continuing effort to refine the philosophical elements of that work.
	In the more recent past, metatheory of IR has witnessed the publication of a number of landmark works, dealing with the problems of causation and a closely related topic of explanation.​[5]​  One feature discernible in this development is the emergence of a story line that treats David Hume and Roy Bhaskar, or the positions associated with them, as a significant contrasting pair (Patomäki and Wight 2000; Wight 2006; Kurki 2008; Jackson 2011; Lebow 2014).  The primary aim of this paper is to scrutinize this story line by re-reading a few selected philosophical texts and articulating their arguments with the help of a number of concepts and distinctions familiar in contemporary philosophical discussions.  The key terms used for this purpose will be explained shortly in this introductory section. 
	I should note at this point that Kurki (2008: 33-40) has distinguished between what Hume might actually have thought about causation and what she defines as ‘Humeanism’ on that subject, of which the latter is her focus of critical attention.  However, unsurprisingly, the latter turns out to be in essence what is known as the standard interpretation of Hume’s thought on causation.  Needless to say, this could not have come into existence without Hume writing down his thought on this subject and subsequent writers repeatedly attributing a certain interpretation to his texts and his name.  To the extent that these writers have tried to articulate and defend their own positions on causation in the light of what they have attributed to Hume, their interpretations of his texts have played a significant role in shaping philosophical deliberations about causation after him.  It is important therefore to study carefully what Hume actually wrote.  This, together with a critical exposition of Bhaskar’s key moves in his first book, forms the main part of what I aim to do in this paper.  
	In the emerging story line that hinges on the Hume/Bhaskar contrast, the view of causation, stemming from Hume, is usually designated the Humean regularity view of causation and is presented as underpinning the neopositivist methodology in IR.  The view of causation, deriving from Bhaskar, is usually called the Critical Realist (or, occasionally, Scientific Realist) view of causation and is presented as constituting a major rival to what underlies neopositivism in IR.  This Hume/Bhaskar pairing has been invoked most notably by Bhaskar (2008) and Critical Realists (e.g. Wight 2006; Kurki 2008) in support of their own philosophy of causation against what they attribute to Hume or to the Humean tradition.​[6]​  They associate Hume’s or the Humean regularity view of causation with the position known as causal idealism, and reject this stance in favour of Bhaskar’s realist philosophy of causation, which they claim is ontologically grounded and therefore superior (see, in particular, Kurki 2007: 202, 365; Kurki 2008: 33; see also Wight 2006, 8).  But the Hume/Bhaskar contrast has also been employed in favour of the former and against the latter in expressing one’s subscription to causal idealism (Lebow 2014: ix, 1, 8, 49,142-3), thereby reinforcing the causal idealist interpretation of Hume’s theory.  The pairing has also been used, as part of the pluralist move to show, especially in the context of American IR, that there are alternatives to the neopositivist mainstream (Jackson 2011).​[7]​   
	Against this background, I aim to make the following points in this paper. 

(1) Hume certainly did not subscribe to the philosophical position of causal realism but neither was he, philosophically, a causal idealist.

(2) We should stop talking about the regularity view of causation and treating Hume as its staunch proponent because there are several versions of this doctrine and Hume only subscribed to some of them, and, significantly, not to the central, ontologically causal idealist, version of it. 

(3) The key difference between Hume and Bhaskar is not that the former was a causal idealist (which he was not) and the latter defended causal realism (which he did but inadequately) as is suggested in the standard Hume/Bhaskar contrast. The real difference between them is not ontological but consists in the former’s epistemological cautiousness and prudence regarding the limits of scientific knowledge and the latter’s epistemological ambitiousness and confidence regarding what philosophical analysis of scientific practices can demonstrate.  Difficulties are found with both their stances, however.    

(4) Though Bhaskar’s picture of ‘the world’ is more developed than Hume’s cursory treatment of it, there is a similarity, generally unnoticed and certainly not captured in the standard Hume/Bhaskar contrast, between the two thinkers’ understandings of it as an open system – a system in which the consequents of causal laws do not tend to follow their antecedents.  

(5) This open-systemic image of the world, if applied to the field of world politics, orientates IR towards historical studies.  However, the open/closed divide is not categorical.  And the extent to which the field of world politics is an open system is contingent and therefore not an issue philosophy can address.  It follows that the degree to which the search for causally generated patterns is fruitful in the study of world politics/the extent to which it should be historically oriented is not an issue that can be decided by philosophical analysis, a point which again is not captured in the story line centred on the Hume/Bhaskar contrast.
	
	Through these moves, I argue that the somewhat ritualized tendency which has emerged in a number of important recent metatheoretical contributions in IR to discuss problems of causation and explanation in the light of the supposed Hume/Bhaskar contrast on the ontology of causation requires an overhaul.  And engaging more closely and critically with Hume’s and Bhaskar’s key texts will, I hope to show, help us avoid getting trapped in unsound arguments, see what we may reasonably agree on, and appreciate what further role philosophical analysis may or may not play in the study of causation in world politics.  
	Before I move on, I should briefly explain how I am using certain key philosophical terms in this paper.  By a ‘realist philosophy of science’, here interchangeable with ‘Scientific Realism’, I mean a philosophy of science according to which scientific knowledge and the concepts it employs concern the world and its components that really exist, i.e. exist independently of human understandings.  It argues, inter alia, that the entities posited by mature and successful scientific theories, or, at any rate, entities very similar to them, do really inhabit the world (Psillos 1999).  ‘Critical Realism’, which I take to be a version of ‘Scientific Realism’, is a label favoured by Bhaskar and others to describe their philosophical movement.  According to Bhaskar’s own account (Archer 1998: ix), ‘critical’, used interchangeably with ‘transcendental’, suggests affinities with Kant’s critical or transcendental philosophy while ‘realism’ indicates differences from his idealism.  The ‘transcendental’ (or ‘critical’) element alluded to here will be clarified later when I discuss Bhaskar’s philosophy of causation.  By ‘neopositivism’, I have in mind a cluster of positions, centred on a ‘basic presupposition that to say a factor is the cause of an outcome means that the factor is systematically associated – constantly conjuncted, or covaried – with it’ (Jackson 2011: 68) and that, accordingly, to give an explanation of an observed outcome (of type Y) in terms of its causal factor (of type X) involves (i) following the so-called deductive-nomological model of explanation, asserting that an X-type factor was present and that X and Y are regularly conjoined or covary, and (ii) subjecting these assertions to empirical tests (Jackson 2011: 65-66).
	By ‘causal realism’, which is a usual component of Scientific/Critical Realism, I mean the philosophical doctrine that causal powers are elements of the real world.  By ‘causal idealism’, by contrast, I mean the philosophical doctrine that what we call ‘causal powers’ are not components of the real world at all but exist only in our minds in the light of which we try to make sense of what we observe in the world.  Both causal realism and idealism are ‘ontological’ doctrines inasmuch as they concern what exists or does not exist in the world (Kim 1993).  ‘Ontology’, as a branch of philosophy, is not just our view or presupposition about the world and its components, but an exploration concerning what the world can rationally be argued to comprise.  ‘Ontology’, in this sense, is a branch of ‘metaphysics’, which, in its modern version, aims to achieve ‘clarity of thought by a careful study of concepts’ concerning the nature of the world (Harré 1972: 8-9).   ‘Epistemology’, by contrast, refers to a philosophical exploration into what we can claim to know, what ‘knowledge’ is, etc.  The various versions of the regularity view of causation will be spelled out later when I discuss Hume’s theory of causation.  For now it is sufficient to remark that the view that all there is to causation in the world is constant conjunction is a key version of the regularity theory and that those who hold this position are causal idealists inasmuch as, according to them, causal powers are not ingredients of the world existing independently of our ideas.​[8]​
	In what follows, the first substantive section, ‘Undoing the trinity of “Hume, causal idealism and the regularity theory”’ will cover points (1) and (2) in the above list.  Point (3) will be dealt with in Section 2, ‘Understanding where Bhaskar really differs from Hume’.  Point (4) is discussed in Section 3, ‘Finding a new trinity of “Bhaskar, Hume and the open-systemic view of the world”’.  This is followed by Section 4, ‘Where philosophy exits’, which examines Point (5).

1. Undoing the trinity of ‘Hume, causal idealism and the regularity theory’

A standard interpretation of Hume presents him as a causal idealist who propounded the regularity theory of causation.  In this section, I aim to show that this commonly accepted trinity of ‘Hume, causal idealism and the regularity theory’ gives a mistaken view of his actual thinking on causation.  Appreciating this point is important in that this three-part equation has helped paint a misleading picture of the Hume/Bhaskar contrast.
	First, let me briefly explain the background.  There is a debate among some philosophers as to whether causation, understood as involving the operation of causal powers or causal necessitation, is real.​[9]​  ‘Causal realism’ says ‘yes’; ‘causal idealism’ replies ‘no’.  These doctrines concern what is, and is not, a feature of the world existing independently of human thought.  Closely intertwined with this debate, though distinct from it, is the so-called ‘New Hume Debate’.  This concerns whether Hume was himself a causal idealist or, on the contrary, a causal realist.  Those who accept the standard interpretation of Hume (e.g. Kim 1993; Millican 2007) adhere to the former view and the revisionists or so-called ‘New Humeans’ (e.g. Strawson 2007) argue for the latter (Read and Richman 2007).  
	It should be stressed here that philosophers do not dispute that the idea of necessitation is integral to our ordinary concept of causation (Kim 993: 235; Taylor 1975).  Even Hume accepted this and did not subscribe to the regularity theory of the meaning of a causal concept or statement, according to which ‘A causes B’ simply means ‘A is regularly followed by B’ (Mackie 1974: 20).​[10]​  Indeed, Hume could not have held such a view since his main problem was how to make sense of our concept or idea of causation ordinarily understood as implying necessary connection when, according to him, we do not perceive any such thing (1962[1777]: 42).  The problem arose for him because he held on to the belief that ‘all our ideas … are copies of our impressions [or perceptions]’ (1962[1777]: 19).  Given that, according to Hume, we have no perception of any necessary connection, how come that we have an idea of it at all, when, again according to him, an idea is a copy of a perception?  How, therefore, to account for the sources of our idea of causal necessitation, not directly derived from our perception of it, was Hume’s main concern.​[11]​  
	Now, some leading IR scholars, writing on causation, are aware of the New Hume Debate.  They either welcome the possibility of an alternative interpretation of Hume opened up by the revisionists (Kurki 2008: 39-49; Patomäki 2010a: 79-80, n.69) or dismiss the alternative in favour of the standard view (Lebow 2014: 16, 29-30).  Significantly, however, none of them has engaged critically with the terms of the Debate themselves against what Hume actually wrote, which reveals that he was neither a realist nor an idealist.  The ‘New Hume Debate’ appears to miss this point.  Let me elaborate. 
	Contrary to the standard view, which sees in Hume a causal idealist par excellence (Kim 1993: 234), there is a sense in which he was in fact a causal realist.  He was a commonsense causal realist who wrote as if he took it for granted that causal necessitation was in the world (Hume 1962[1777]: 42, 55, 87).  It must be acknowledged, however, that Hume did not develop an explicit philosophical defence of the causal realist stance.  It would therefore be a mistake to treat him as a causal realist philosopher.  Was he then, philosophically, a causal idealist, as is suggested by the standard interpretation?  Here the answer is a little more complex.  	
	According to Hume, we do not observe causal necessitation and, for him, this meant that we had no understanding of it (1962[1777]: 96).  And because we have no experience or understanding of causal necessitation in the world, he maintained, it is unsafe to use that idea.  He wrote: 

As long as we confine our speculations to the appearances of objects to our senses, without entering into disquisitions concerning their real nature and operations, we are safe from all difficulties, and can never be embarrass’d by any question…  If we carry our enquiry beyond the appearances of objects to the senses, I am afraid, that most of our conclusions will be full of scepticism and uncertainty (1969[1739/40]: 112-113; italics original). 

	There is a difference, however, between asserting (i) we should not continue to talk as if, because we cannot claim to know that, causal necessitation is a component of the world, which was Hume’s position and (ii) causal necessitation is definitely not a component of the world, which is a causal idealist stance.  There is no textual evidence that Hume conflated (i) and (ii), or reduced what there is, or is not, to what we know, thereby committing what Bhaskar (2008: 36) and, following him, Patomäki and Wight (2000: 217) denounce as the ‘epistemic fallacy’.​[12]​
	Hume therefore was certainly not a causal realist philosopher but neither was he, philosophically, a causal idealist; he was, in sum, a commonsense causal realist who was epistemologically cautious.  But, it may be objected, how then does this interpretation of Hume square with his famous definitions of ‘a cause’?  He wrote:

We may define a cause to be an object, followed by another, and where all the objects similar to the first are followed by objects similar to the second.  Or in other words where, if the first object had not been, the second never had existed (1962[1777]: 76; italics original). 
 
[we may also define ‘a cause’ as] an object followed by another, and whose appearance always conveys the thought to that other (1962[1777]: 77; italics original).

These remarks are usually treated as evidence that Hume held the regularity theory of causation-in-the-world (that this is nothing but constant conjunction of empirically observed events) and, with it, an idealist understanding of causal necessitation, i.e. the view that causal necessitation is not in the world but exists only in our minds. 
	Lest we get carried away by what Hume’s formulae apparently indicate, it is important to appreciate what Hume was trying to do in arriving at such ‘definitions’.  In his thinking, ‘philosophy’, which he also called ‘science’, had two branches: ‘natural’ and ‘moral’.  ‘Moral philosophy’, or ‘philosophy of the moral or metaphysical kind’, which Hume contrasted to ‘natural philosophy’ or ‘philosophy of the natural kind’, and which he aimed to build on a secure empirical foundation, was also ‘the science of human nature’, to which enquiry concerning human understanding was pivotal.  Studying how the human mind tends to work (or ‘psychology’) was therefore central to Hume’s ‘philosophical’ (or ‘scientific’) enquiry (1962[1777]: 5, 14, 31, 108).  
	Regarding the science of nature, Hume studied Newton closely (Hume 1969[1739/40]: 8); Newton 1995[1713]: 442-43).  Hume (1962[1777]: 31, 30) agreed with Newton that ‘natural philosophy’, which must be thoroughly empirical, can at best reveal regularities of nature but cannot hope to uncover its ‘ultimate springs’.  Within the confines of a sound natural philosophy, which for Hume meant the strictly observational science of nature, causation-in-the-world can only be known to us as constant conjunctions of observable events, Hume was saying.  That is the true import of his first ‘regularity’ definition of causal relations.  Hence his disclaimer:

so imperfect are the ideas [or understandings] which we form concerning it, that it is impossible to give any just definition of cause, except what is drawn from something extraneous and foreign to it (1962[1777]: 76).  

This is far from offering a philosophical demonstration that causation-in-the-world is simply constant conjunction of observable events and that causal necessitation is definitely not a feature of the world.  Hume even wrote:

I am, indeed, ready to allow that there may be several qualities both in material and immaterial objects, with which we are utterly unacquainted; and if we please to call these power or efficacy, ‘twill be of little consequence to the world (1969[1739-40]: 218; italics original). 

	While acknowledging the epistemological limits of what ‘natural philosophy’ (physics) can reveal about causation-in-the-world, Hume prided himself in having reached an additional understanding of causation from the viewpoint of ‘moral philosophy’ (psychology), concerning how one comes to believe in the presence of causal necessity in the world.  It is this understanding that his second definition captures.  According to him, we constantly perceive sequences of events – a billiard ball hitting another and the latter moving on – but seeing such an occurrence once would not produce the idea of causal necessitation in our minds (1962[1777]: 42, 63).  When we repeatedly witness a sequence like this, however, our minds begin to see the first event as the antecedent and the second as its consequent; the idea of causation is born.  Our idea of causal necessitation, Hume argued, is our conditioned expectation projected onto the world (1962[1777]: 73-6).  But a psychological explanation of the origins of our idea of causation does not, again, constitute a philosophical demonstration that causal necessitation is not a feature of the mind-independent world.​[13]​  
	Thus, neither of Hume’s ‘definitions’ shows him to be a causal idealist; the argument in which they are embedded reveals their purpose: to state the best he can claim to know about causation within the parameters of two parallel empirical sciences, physics and psychology.  Hume was offering his two definitions of ‘a cause’ as the best takes on causation of which he felt able to avail himself in the empirical science of nature and of the mind.​[14]​ 
	Now, the thought that causation, or causal necessitation, operates in the world (which is a commonsense realist view which Hume finds it difficult to resist) but that this can only be known to us in terms of its (possible) empirical manifestation as constant conjunction (which is an instance of empiricist epistemological cautiousness found in Hume) may mislead some into accepting the notion that causation is empirically observable constant conjunction plus something else.  This view is very common in fact.  Even Harré and Madden appear to endorse this stance when they state: ‘[i]n a sense the Regularity Theory cannot be refuted, since no one would wish to deny that there are regularities in causal productions.  The issue is whether there can be any good grounds for claiming anything more’ (1975: 2; emphasis added). 
	It is necessary to slow down here, however, because there are several theories that invoke regularity in relation to causality.  One which, as we already saw, Hume does not espouse concerns the meaning of a causal concept/statement: he did not say that our concept of causation was that of regular conjunction.  Then there is the view that all there is to causation-in-the-world is constant conjunction of empirically observed events.  On this view, causation-in-the-world equals constant conjunction and the latter therefore is a sufficient (as well as necessary) condition of the former.  This may appear consonant with Hume’s first definition of ‘a cause’, taken in isolation, but is not so with his overall argument.  
	What we do find in Hume is quite a different kind of regularity theory, which holds that our experience of regularities gives rise to our belief in the reality of causal powers/necessitation through the process of psychological conditioning.  But even here, Hume adds two further versions without clear distinction: (i) human consciousness would not have developed the idea of causal connection at all if there were no regular conjunctions observable in the world (1962[1777]: 82); and (ii) looking at what turns out to be a regular sequence of events only once is not normally enough to make one think of causation in that particular instance (1962[1777]: 63).
	 And we have now seen another version of regularity theory which holds causation to be constant conjunction plus something else, i.e. it is a necessary (but not sufficient) condition of causation-in-the-world.  This last version, however, is not Hume’s.  His Newton-inspired empiricist stance that causation-in-the-world can only be known to us as constant conjunction of empirically observed events (which is one of Hume’s ‘regularity theories’) certainly suggests that such conjunction provides evidence for causal inference – a view which is shared by contemporary social scientists.  But in acknowledging that our observation of constant conjunction is ‘extraneous and foreign’ (1962[1777]: 76) to causation-in-the-world, Hume betrays his belief that constant conjunction has nothing intrinsically to do with causation.   
	Importantly, unnoticed by those who tend to associate him with regularities, Hume even wrote:
 
’Tis certain, that not only in philosophy [i.e. science], but even in common life, we may attain the knowledge of a particular cause merely by one experiment, provided it be made with judgement, and after a careful removal of all foreign and superfluous circumstances (1966[1739-40]: 154; emphasis added).

	We must therefore be very careful in speaking of ‘the Humean regularity theory’.  In fact, we should stop talking about the regularity view of causation and treating Hume as its staunch proponent because there are in fact several versions of this doctrine and Hume only subscribed to some of them.  In particular, he did not say that our concept of causation was that of constant conjunction – indeed, his entire discourse on causation was based on the very rejection of such a view – nor committed himself to the ontological position of causal idealism that all there was to causation-in-the-world was constant conjunction.  
	What we can safely say in this regard is that Hume attached importance to empirically observable regularities (i) in relation to what we can present as evidence for causation-in-the-world and (ii) as a source of our belief in the reality of causal necessitation.  Also importantly, according to Hume, (iii) we must refrain from the very talk of causal powers because we cannot experience them and cannot therefore claim to know anything about them.  It is as if he had said, ‘whereof we cannot perceive, as with causal connexions, thereof we cannot know and had therefore better remain silent’.  	
	Hume was not an ontological causal idealist who proclaimed that all there is to causation-in-the-world was regular conjunction.  Rather, what he preached was epistemological prudence, which went against making any definite knowledge claims about the existence or otherwise of causal powers in the world.  This understanding of Hume should replace the conventional trinity of ‘Hume, causal idealism and the regularity theory’, which underpins the standard Hume/Bhaskar contrast, and needs to be kept in mind when we move, in the next section, to consider Bhaskar’s causal realist stance.

2. Understanding where Bhaskar really differs from Hume

Although Bhaskar is known in IR metatheory as anti-Humean – and that, in any case, is how he presents himself (2008: passim) – there are at least two points, and one other as I shall show in the next section, on which he and Hume are in agreement.  First, they both work with the concept of causation as the operation of causal powers.  Second, Bhaskar also agrees with Hume that causal powers cannot be shown.  Contrary to Hume, however, Bhaskar maintains that what cannot be shown to exist may still be known to exist as a component of the world, and that this in fact is the case with causal powers (2008: 186, 215).  The main burden of Bhaskar’s first book, A Realist Theory of Science is to demonstrate this point through what he presents as a transcendental analysis of experimental science.  His main question is: ‘What must the world be like for scientific activities to be intelligible and possible?’ (2008: 23).  
	Central to scientific activities, Bhaskar (1998: 9-11; 2008) claims, are (i) experiments to test the existence of particular causal laws and (ii) application of the knowledge of these laws in explaining what we observe outside the controlled experimental conditions.  Now, if causal laws were regular conjunctions of events that we simply experience or observe in the world, Bhakar contends, there would be no rationale to the scientific practice of experimentation where scientists try carefully to create conditions under which causal laws manifest themselves in observable regular patterns.  
	Moreover, according to Bhaskar, the regular patterns scientists attempt to make observable and the causal laws they thereby try to identify or confirm could not be assumed to be the same thing.  For, otherwise, we would have to say that, through their activities, scientists were themselves producing causal laws.  This, Bhaskar believes, would be absurd; clearly, scientists are aiming to identify, not to make, the laws of nature.  Furthermore, if the regular conjunctions of events observed under experimental conditions were assumed to be themselves causal laws, we would have to suppose that these existed only in the labs; this, too, would be absurd, Bhaskar argues, for that would mean that, outside the experimental conditions, either the laws identified were not at work at all (for the conditions of their applicability are, as it were, switched off) or scientists had yet to uncover the ones that do (and were unlikely to be able to do so since, outside the labs, regular conjunctions would be extremely rare); scientists could not then engage in their standard activity of explaining events observed outside the labs in the light of their knowledge of particular causal laws (Bhaskar 2008: 33, 259).
	Thus, the basic scientific activities would not be intelligible or possible if causal laws were assumed to be observable conjunctions of events, according to Bhaskar.  Causal laws could not be empirical statements about observed events, but statements of tendencies, which are present inside and outside experimental conditions.  Tendencies, in turn, are not empirically observed statistical frequencies but dispositions.  Causation understood as the actual necessitation of the effect is a fulfilment of such dispositions or propensities which must be seen to exist independently of scientific activities for these to be intelligible and possible.  In short, according to Bhaskar, the intelligibility and possibility of scientific activities require that causal tendencies be assumed to be real and present in the world inside and outside the experimental conditions.  His method of reasoning here is ‘transcendental’ (and, in a related terminology, ‘critical’) in that it is aimed at revealing the conditions of possibility/intelligibility of human knowledge production.  But Bhaskar gives it a twist and argues that, since scientific activities are possible, inasmuch as they do occur (Bhaskar 2008: 29, 52, 106), causal tendencies must be said to be real and present in the world; they cannot be shown, but known, to exist.​[15]​
	I find Bhaskar’s complex argument summarised above innovative and quite convincing on the face of it, offering a strong defence of the reality of causal powers.  But there are problems with some of his moves, of which the following two may be noted here briefly.
	First, according to Bhaskar, it would be absurd to suggest that causal laws and the regular patterns which scientists attempt to make observable were the same thing – because that would imply that, through their activities, scientists were themselves trying to produce causal laws.  However, this only appears absurd because we are used to thinking that causal laws, embodying necessitation, had already been produced as features of the world and therefore present independently of human consciousness.​[16]​  By appealing to this fairly common unspoken premise, Bhaskar appears to be assuming what he claims to demonstrate.
	Second, as we witnessed, Bhaskar moves from his transcendental assertion (a) that the assumption of the reality of causal powers is the condition of the intelligibility and possibility of science to the conclusion (b) that this assumption must be correct and that causal powers are therefore real.  And he does so via a bridging assertion (c) that scientific activities are possible, inasmuch as they do in fact occur.   But the key statement here that scientific activities ‘occur’ can be interpreted in two ways: either in the plain sense that scientists do engage in the practice of science or with an added connotation that the practice of science not only continues to occur but thrives.  
	If Bhaskar is thinking simply that science occurs in the first sense, then he is not adding anything to what he had already argued when he reached (a).  For he will in effect be saying only that the assumption of the reality of causal powers is the condition of the intelligibility and possibility of scientific activities, which, incidentally, scientists do in fact engage in.  But if Bhaskar is thinking that causal powers must be real because science, which assumes this, thrives, he is no longer depending simply on the strength of his transcendental reasoning, but employing an altogether different mode of argumentation – e.g. what scientists assume must be true of the world because otherwise it is difficult to explain why what they say about the world works so well, enabling science to thrive.  But Bhaskar does not in fact articulate this line of thinking, seemingly satisfied that his transcendental (or ‘critical’) analysis of experimental scientific activities is robust enough to support a realist philosophy of science to which causal realism is integral.
	Bhaskar’s defence of causal realism seems inadequate in the end.  An important point to notice, from the viewpoint of re-examining the standard Hume/Bhaskar contrast, however, is how Bhaskar shapes his claim that causal powers cannot be shown to exist but that they can still be known to do so.  In saying that they cannot be shown to exist, Bhaskar is in agreement with Hume.  But Hume preferred not to get involved in discussing causation-in-the-world and focused his attention on the psychological process through which we come to believe in the reality of casual powers.  By contrast, Bhaskar believed that philosophy offers a distinct method which can produce knowledge about the world and of the presence of causal powers in it.  The chief difference between the two philosophers then consists in Hume’s epistemological cautiousness and prudence regarding the limits of scientific knowledge and Bhaskar’s epistemological ambitiousness and confidence regarding what philosophical analysis of experimental science can achieve.   This point tends to be obscured by the emphasis on ‘ontology’ by Bhaskar (2008: passim) and other Critical Realists (e.g. Wight 2006, 8; Kurki 2008: passim) and is not captured in the standard Hume/Bhaskar contrast. 
	I should add here that the fact that Bhaskar was overconfident about the adequacy of his own philosophical demonstration does not show that Hume’s was right in his epistemological prudence.  That is a separate issue; in fact, Hume’s maxim of empiricist epistemological modesty need not be accepted without some important qualifications.  We may note here that Newton did not hesitate to use the idea of ‘power’ to characterise ‘gravity’, which he believed really existed (1995[1713]: 442-43), whereas Hume is telling us not to use the idea or word ‘power’ at all in thinking and talking about ‘causation’ in general.  But such a stricture is impractical, as Hume’s own writing reveals.​[17]​  Moreover, banning the concept of power from scientific thinking neglects the historically evolving nature of science, in which power statements are in the nature of a promissory note, as Bhaskar (2008: 177) aptly points out, ‘cashed in the development of science, a schematic explanation filled out in the growth of our knowledge’.  In other words, the idea of the reality of causal powers can play an important heuristic role.​[18]​  Difficulties are found therefore with both Bhaskar’s and Hume’s epistemological stances. 

3. Finding a new trinity of ‘Bhaskar, Hume and the open-systemic view of the world’

At the beginning of Section 2, I noted that Bhaskar in fact agrees with Hume at least on two points regarding causation: that our concept of causation involves the idea of causal powers and that the operation of causal powers cannot be shown.  I mentioned that there is also one other point on which the two thinkers concur.  This third point of convergence has to do with the idea of the world as an open system, where, by definition, antecedents of causal laws are not prevalently followed by their consequents.  This is Bhaskar’s and other Critical Realists’ key assertion.  Interestingly, however, Hume had made a cursory statement that betrays his own open-systemic understanding of the world.  I will come to this in a moment but first let me briefly recap Bhaskar’s picture of the world.  
	According to him, the world consists of things endowed with causal powers and liabilities and the ways of working characteristic of them captured in the statements of causal laws (2008: 51).  He calls the workings of causal powers and liabilities ‘generative mechanisms’ and therefore he also says that the world consists of mechanisms (2008: 47).  He presents the world as an open system, containing numerous causal dispositions, some interacting among themselves, reinforcing or countering one another, in which, as a result, constant conjunctions of events do not prevail (2008: 34).  On Bhaskar’s view, what we observe are surface-level manifestations of the workings of these causal propensities of things.  
	Clearly, Bhaskar does not treat the world as a continuum of time-slices, each containing (already produced) events, some sequences of which are regular, others not.  This, in turn, may appear to be Hume’s view of the world – for, according to him, ‘[t]he scenes of the universe are continually shifting, and one object follows another in an uninterrupted succession’ (1962[1777]: 63).  But, of course, this is Hume’s description of the ‘scenes of the universe’, i.e., how it appears to our senses and not how it is in itself.  Moreover, very interestingly, Hume, too, acknowledges that, to an enquiring mind, the world will reveal itself as an open system (containing, among other things, unrealised causal powers).  In a passage which is not often noted, he wrote (1962[1777]: 86-7): 

The vulgar, who take things according to their first appearance, attribute the uncertainty of events to such an uncertainty in the causes as makes the latter often fail of their usual influence; though they meet with no impediment in their operation.  But philosophers, observing that, almost in every part of nature, there is contained a vast variety of springs and principles, which are hid, by reason for their minuteness or remoteness, find, that it is at least possible the contrariety of events may not proceed from any contingency in the cause, but from the secret operation of contrary causes.  This possibility is converted into certainty by farther observation, when they remark that, upon an exact scrutiny, a contrariety of effects always betrays a contrariety of causes, and proceeds from their mutual opposition.  A peasant can give no better reason for the stopping of any clock or watch than to say that it does not commonly go right: But an artist easily perceives that the same force in the spring or pendulum has always the same influence on the wheels; but fails of its usual effect, perhaps by reason of a grain of dust, which puts a stop to the whole movement.

	This is Hume’s much-neglected Bhaskarian moment, revealing a third point of convergence between the two thinkers.  They both accepted that the world as a whole was an open system.  Bhaskar, however, elaborated on this issue by presenting the world not only as an open system, inhabited by numerous causal dispositions, but also one containing some closed spatio-temporal regions, spontaneously or artificially produced.  The solar system is an oft-used example of a closed system whose closure is spontaneously or naturally produced; artificially closed systems are controlled experimental spaces which Bhaskar contrasts with the open system outside the science labs (2008: 13, 33).​[19]​  
	Thus, unnoticed in the story line centred on the Hume/Bhaskar contrast, the two thinkers turn out to share an open-systemic image of the world as a whole although they part company in their epistemological judgements about what we can safely claim to know about that world and how.  Interestingly, Richard Feynman, the well-known physicist broadly concurs with Bhaskar, and Hume, when he (1992: 122) speculates: ‘Nature, as a matter of fact, seems to be so designed that the most important things in the real world appear to be a kind of complicated accidental result of a lot of laws’.  If this is so with nature, it is even more likely to be so with the human, historical, social world, of which the field of world politics appears to be a particularly pertinent illustration (Lebow 2010: 69-102; 2014).

4.  Where philosophy exits

In a characteristically strongly worded passage, Bhaskar expresses his belief that the open-systemic view of the social world has a number of radical implications:

social systems are not spontaneously, and cannot be experimentally, closed.  Now it is as easy to exaggerate the real methodological import of this point, as it is to underestimate its critical significance for the doctrines of received philosophy of science.  For … practically all the theories of orthodox philosophy of science, and the methodological directives they secrete, presuppose closed systems.  Because of this, they are totally inapplicable in the social sciences (which is not of course to say that the attempt cannot be made – to disastrous effect).  Humean theories of causality and law, deductive-nomological and statistical models of explanation, inductivist theories of scientific development and criteria of confirmation, Popperian theories of scientific rationality and criteria of falsification, together with the hermeneutical contrasts parasitic upon them, must all be totally discarded.  Social science need only consider them as objects of substantive explanation (1998: 45).
	
	Although there is no space here to examine such a huge claim, I believe that, in Bhaskar’s pronouncements above, the open-systemic nature of the social world is made to do too much work on its own.  I agree, for instance, that the deductive-nomological model does not fully capture what is involved in the activity of explaining but, importantly, this model is inadequate even with respect to phenomena observed in closed systems.  Clearly, something other than the appreciation that the world is open-systemic is needed to show this.​[20]​  Still, the fact that the social world appears to contain numerous causal dispositions working in all directions is significant.  In interpreting our experience of the social world, it is useful to think that there is a wide range of causal dispositions regardless of how frequently any of them has actualised itself fully so far.  However, the open-systemic understanding also reminds us of the immense difficulties we encounter in causal analysis of social phenomena.  Bhaskar acknowledges this:

in the absence of spontaneously occurring, and given the impossibility of artificially creating, closed systems in the human sciences, their criteria for the rational confirmation and rejection of theories cannot be predictive and so must be exclusively explanatory (2008: 261).

	It is right to say, and reassuring to hear, that a given theory’s failure to predict a situation that develops in an open system is not to be taken as a definitive ground for rejecting that theory.  IR theories’ comprehensive failure to predict the end of the Cold War is still fresh in our memory.  Bhaskar would be right to point out that this was, strictly speaking, irrelevant to the theories’ validity.​[21]​  However, his message that a theory must be subjected to the test of its explanatory (in contradistinction to predictive) power will require some further spelling out.  What Bhaskar means by this seems to be that the validity of a theory, pointing to the working of a given causal mechanism, can only be assessed by the contribution it makes towards explaining past cases.  This alerts us to the importance of historical case studies which pay attention to possibly unique combinations of causal factors that contributed to the outcomes in question.
	On this subject, Kurki, who broadly subscribes to Critical Realism and is strongly committed to causal realism, makes an important suggestion.  According to her (2008: 286-87), when attempting to explain the occurrence of a particular international event, such as the end of the Cold War, IR theorists should keep their minds open to a wide range of evidence and possible causal scenarios; they should construct an explanatory narrative and appreciate that any explanation of a historical social process involves a balance of judgement; and any claim to have arrived at a balanced account will remain contested by other interpretations.  This effectively is to suggest that IR theorists, when attempting to explain the occurrence of a particular event, should do what historians commonly try to do.​[22]​  
	However, lest we get carried away into thinking that all there can be to IR is history of particular cases, we should note that it is misleading to speak of closed and open systems as though they were categorically distinct entities.  As Patomäki (2010b), among others, has noted, not even the solar system is entirely free of interference and no controlled experimental spatio-temporal regions are hermetically sealed.  Besides, a closed system is not a causal vacuum but one in which the operation of a given causal law or laws is spontaneously or by design protected against interferences.  In other words, a system is closed only relative to a particular law or set of laws.  And there appear to be some relative closures even in the social world; there may be some spatio-temporal regions in the field of world politics where some causal dispositions manifest themselves with noticeable frequency.
	David Mitrany’s functional theory of politics provides one illustration of how the social world may at times exhibit a remarkable degree of closure, revealing the working of a particular causal process.  According to his own account (Mitrany 1975: 17-18, 136), as an Assistant European Editor of the Carnegie Endowment’s project, he edited European contributions to the economic and social history of the First World War.  His study of the various manuscripts revealed to him that, under the impact of the new kind of warfare, which had made economic resources and industrial potential a decisive factor, the main belligerents, no matter how great the historical, constitutional and social variations, responded to the practical war-time needs in similar ways everywhere, by improvising similar and novel executive and administrative arrangements; and, importantly for Mitrany, this cross-national similarities were not due to emulation as there was no communication on such matters between the belligerents.  In other words, according to Mitrany’s interpretation, the conditions of the First World War created a relatively closed spatio-temporal region in which it was possible to observe a manifestation of a propensity for governments to react pragmatically to their common economic and social needs and respond to them by creating similar institutional structures almost spontaneously without rigid advance planning or emulation.​[23]​
	This, and other such illustrations, suggest that it can be fruitful to engage in a search for causally generated patterns in the study of world politics.  No doubt, this is obvious to more nomothetically-oriented researchers but is liable to be forgotten or suppressed when the openness of the world, and of the social world in particular, is exaggerated as tends to be done by the more idiographically-minded scholars.  IR scholars should acknowledge the importance of historical studies which pay attention to possibly unique combinations of causal factors that contributed to various outcomes but ‘possibly unique’ does not of course mean ‘never recurrent’.​[24]​
	A more detailed discussion of the methods of investigation appropriate to identifying causal processes at work in world politics and of the ways of assessing any claims to have done so goes beyond the remit of this paper.  My view is that this is best conducted with reference to particular researchers’ actual causal ‘questions and answers’.  These may take the form of a causal narrative of a particular historical instance or a claim to have identified a causally generated pattern.​[25]​  




In the foregoing I have argued that the somewhat ritualized tendency emerging in a number of important recent metatheoretical contributions in IR to discuss the issues of causation and explanation in the light of the Hume/Bhaskar contrast requires an overhaul.  In the process of demonstrating this point, I have engaged closely and critically with the key texts of Hume and Bhaskar, which has helped us avoid getting trapped in unsound arguments, see what we may reasonably agree on, and appreciate what further role philosophical analysis may or may not play in the study of causation in world politics.  
	I noted that philosophers generally agree on what the word ‘cause’ means; it is generally agreed, and there is no dispute between Hume and Bhaskar on this point, that the idea of causal necessitation or of the operation of causal powers is integral to our ordinary concept of causation.  It is also generally agreed, and again between Hume and Bhaskar, that the operation of causal powers cannot be shown; it is not perceptible by our sensory organs.  The key difference between the two thinkers is not that Hume was a causal idealist, which he was not, and Bhaskar advocated ontologically grounded causal realism, which he did but with some flaws apparent in his philosophical demonstration.  The real difference consists in the former’s epistemological cautiousness and prudence regarding what empirical science can enable us to claim to know and the latter’s epistemological ambitiousness and confidence regarding what transcendental analysis of experimental scientific practices can enable us to claim to know.  And, as I have spelled out, there are problems with both Hume’s cautiousness and prudence and Bhaskar’s ambition and confidence.	
	Pronouncements in favour of Bhaskar cannot therefore be accepted if they are based on the trinity of ‘Hume, causal idealism and the regularity theory of causation’ combined with the claim that Bhaskar has offered an adequate defence of an ontologically grounded causal realist position.  But a contrary judgement in favour of Hume must also be looked at critically if it is based on the contrasting image of Hume’s causal idealism and Bhaskar’s causal realism combined with the claim that Hume was right in issuing his epistemological strictures.​[26]​   
	Two paths open before us here.  We may decide to give up looking further for a philosophically sounder answer to the question of what causation-in-the-world is and focus our attention on investigating, substantively, how a particular causal connection works, that is, how, through what further connections, it unfolds itself and under what conditions (setting aside the issue of what philosophical analysis can tell us about the nature of these ‘connections’).  Alternatively, we may continue to explore what philosophically sounder argument may be advanced beyond where Hume and Bhaskar have left us.  The former path belongs to IR theory and the latter to IR metatheory and to the more general discipline of Philosophy.  
	It is not my idea that, since philosophical problems cannot be solved by any ultimate argument, we might as well give up philosophising.  If it is assumed that there are no ultimate answers to philosophical questions, it is all the more important to guard against any particular position becoming dominant on allegedly sound philosophical grounds.  History of ideas and sociology of knowledge may play an important debunking role here; but philosophical analysis is also indispensable due to its ability to engage in internal criticisms and expose unsound reasoning committed by philosophers in their own works and by metatheorists in discussing the implications of various philosophical positions for empirical studies. 
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^1	   Earlier versions of this paper were presented in the first half of 2014 at Ritsumeikan University, International Christian University, Aoyama-Gakuin University, Tokyo University, the London School of Economics, the University of Cardiff (Department of Philosophy), a workshop on problems of causation in world politics at the University of Reading, and the annual conference of BISA in Dublin.  I am grateful to many individuals from whose comments I have benefited and would like to thank in particular the two anonymous reviewers of this article, the editors of JIRD, and, above all, Adam Humphreys.
^2	  When Kenneth Waltz wrote his seminal work, Man, the State and War (1959), he did not distinguish metatheory from theory and gave it a subtitle, ‘A theoretical analysis’.  See Suganami (2009) for a more detailed discussion on this point.  The distinction is now well-established as can be seen from Fred Chernoff, Theory and Metatheory in International Relations (2007), for example.
^3	  I am excluding normative international relations theory, or what is more commonly known as ‘International Political Theory’, from my discussions here.  In Suganami (2005), I explain different types of ‘theory’ in IR with specific reference to the so-called English School of International Relations.
^4	  See ‘Symposium on Who needs Philosophy of Science, anyway?’ in International Theory 1(3) (2009) and Monteiro and Ruby (2009).  In Suganami (2008), I stress the importance of a historical mode of comprehension to explaining world politics, which tends to be undervalued in IR, and the resultant (much neglected) significance of the philosophy of history as a way of engaging at the meta-level with knowledge claims about that subject-matter.
^5	  See Kurki (2008) and Jackson (2011) in particular.  Other key texts include: Wendt (1999), Patomäki (2002), George and Bennett (2005), Wight (2006), Chernoff (2007), and Lebow (2014).  See also debates focused on Critical Realism in IR found in Millennium 35(2)(2007) and Review of International Studies 38(1)(2012) and on Patrick Jackson’s work in Millennium 41(2)(2013).  See also Patomäki and Wight (2000) and Kurki and Suganami (2012).
^6	  See also an anti-Hume line pursued independently by Harré and Madden (1975).
^7	  In terms of the Hume/Bhaskar contrast, I broadly agree with Jackson’s interpretation of Hume but have entered some qualifications to his treatment of Critical Realism in Suganami (2013). 
^8	  In this paper, I use ‘constant conjunction’ and ‘regular conjunction’ interchangeably.
^9	  In this paper, I use ‘the operation of causal powers’ and ‘causal necessitation’ interchangeably.  There is a case for distinguishing between ‘necessitation of the effect’ in the sense of its actualisation and the ‘mere operation of causal powers’ which may be obstructed by other causal powers.  However, this issue does not affect the argument of this paper.
^10	  Contrary to what Kurki suggests (2008: 23), therefore, ‘the meaning of causation’ is not an issue among philosophers.
^11	  I give a fuller account of Hume’s puzzle and its sources in Suganami (2016) in the form of an imagined, comic, dialogue between him and his dissertation supervisor.
^12	  I am not persuaded by the value of the concept of ‘epistemic fallacy’ in philosophical argumentation.  If I gound my assertion that x does not exist on the claim that x is not known to exist, what is committed is a simple logical error; and if I ground my assertion that x does exist on the claim that x is known to exist, no error is committed.
^13	  Nor would any sociological explanation do this.  But such non-philosophical takes on the origins of our idea about a feature of the world dampen/undermine our philosophical curiosity concerning their relationship.  See Elias (2007), according to whom philosophical curiosities can be done without. 
^14	  ‘A definition of a natural phenomenon, as opposed to a definition of a geometrical figure, records human understanding’s best take on that phenomenon’ (Strawson 2007: 47; emphasis mine). 
^15	  Bhaskar seems to be thinking that, if scientific activities were not intelligible in rational terms, scientific communities, rationally-oriented as they are, could not possibly continue to engage in them.  
^16	  See Collingwood (1938, 103-106) on the theological origins of this common-sense view.
^17	  Hume could not help using the word ‘Power’ and had to explain in a brief footnote that whenever he did this, he was only using it ‘in a loose and popular sense’ (1962[1777]: 33 n.1; Millican 2007: 236-37).  
^18	  I am also inclined to think that keeping such commonsense concepts as ‘(unrealised) causal potentials’ in our ontological vocabulary is important for our ethical and political life as well as for the purpose of representing how we experience the world.  But developing these points goes beyond the remit of this paper.  
^19	  Bhaskar argued further that his open-systemic view is a rational interpretation of the world which makes scientific activities intelligible and possible.  But this argument will face the same problem as the one identified earlier in respect of his move from a transcendental analysis of the presuppositions of experimental sciences to the nature of the world via the bridging assertion that science does occur.
^20	  I have engaged critically with the deductive-nomological, or covering law, model of explanation in various places; see in particular Suganami (2011).
^21	  On this view, Gaddis’s piece (1992), expressing his deep dismay at IR theories’ failure to predict the end of the Cold War, is misplaced. 
^22	  One of the best accounts, in my view, of the historical mode of comprehension is found in Paul Veyne’s Writing History (1984).  I have noted the fruitfulness of his insights in the study of world politics in Suganami (1996, 1997, 1999, 2008, 2011).  
^23	  I borrow this example from Suganami (1989, 107) where I used it for another purpose.
^24	  George and Bennett (2005) shows commitment to a search for a set of recurrently encountered causal scenarios for a given type of outcome.
^25	  The idea of a causally generated pattern is a complex one.  Importantly, not all the instances that conform to an observed pattern may be an outcome of a single causal process at work.  Also, a causally generated pattern may take the form of family resemblances across a number of observed cases.  There is no space to elaborate on this subject here but see Suganami (1996) which analyses the sources of family resemblances in explanatory narratives of war origins.  
^26	  See, in particular, Lebow 2014: ix, 1, 8, 49,142-3.  He may be right to suggest that cause ‘neither maps neatly nor effectively on to the world’ (2014, 8) but wrong to think that this is because ‘cause is not a feature of the world but a human intervention’ (2014, 1) and to attribute this idea to Hume (2014, 1).  If cause or our knowledge of causal laws does not map neatly nor effectively on to the world, it is because the world is an open system and not because causal necessity is just an idea; and this was not Hume’s view, in any case.
